Smells Like Bleach

A Punk Tribute to Nirvana

Liner Notes

When Kurt Cobain put a shotgun to his head that morning in early 1994, he did more than end his own life at the tragically early young age of 27. He alsd blew the heart out of the hopes of an entire generation, one which saw (and perhaps more importantly, sensed) in Cobain the iconic quality which rock stars have always inspired towards, but which few ever truly, successfully, grasped.

It is not after all, a matter of simply saying the right thing at the right time, about the right thing – if that were the case, then the likes of Bono, Sting and Michael Stripe would not sound so self-important every time they open their mouth. If Cobay lay awake at nights worrying about the rain forests, he never let on. For he instinctively understood – as, again, very few others in his profession have understood – that it is not what you think which matters. It is how you make other people think, and, from the moment “Smells Like Teen Spirit” catapulted out of the wasteland of 1991 radio (big hits of the year so far – “The First Time” by Syrface, “One More Try” by Timmy T, “I’ve Been Thinking About You” by Londonbeat – dynamite stuff indeed), Cobain liberated youth consciousness and awareness with an intensity which was never been equalled since then... and probably never will be.

No matter that “Teen Spirit” took its name from a brand of under-arm deodorant; nor that it borrowed its’ underlying musical theme from Boston’s “More Than A Feeling”; nor, even, that Nirvana themselves were little more than a garage band out of the Pacific Northwest, who were utterly unprepared for anything more demanding than a rowdy cult following and the occasional support when   

Sonic Youth came to town. Their very essence was that of frustrated energy, rebellious youth, absolute empowerment, the heartstopping below of something stirring so far below the radar that even the castration machines of the modern music industry short-circuited when the band came near. And while that in itself was nothing new – groups had been making similar noises since rock’n’roll began – Nirvana went one step further. They isolated the energy, then they released it. 

Music historians rushed to rationalize the threat in the hope that by doing so, they might defuse it. Nirvana were offering nothing new, the crusty typewriter warriors complained, just another muddy variant on the toothless old hag of punk rock, genetically mutated to account for the band members’ adolescent love of hair metal rockers and stodgy hard rock dinosaurs. There was more Ozzy than Oz in Nirvana’s magic land, sniped the nay-sayers, and who was more surprised than  they when Nirvana simply smiled and agreed ?  Cobain likened Nirvana to an unholy collision between Black Flag, Black Sabath and the Bay City Rollers... but he knew, and his detractors knew, that that wasn’t the point.

Just as it wasn’t that Nirvana said which mattered, it wasn’t what they sounded like either. It was what they represented, the triumph of the will over the will of the puppet masters.

By the early 1990s, rock’n’roll had been tamed, had been caged, had been utterly declawed. Sucess now wasn’t measured in musical achievement or songs that did lived forever, it was ranked in mega-millions record sales and how many award could you heap up on the mantelpiece before the fireplace collapsed. It was calculated by MTV rotation and the number of things you  were mentioned  on late television talk shows. And if you played by the rules and kept your nose clean, one day you might enter the Rock’n’Roll Hall Of Fame – and then think how proud your old granny will be.

Nirvana did most of that. “Nevermind” went several times platinum; “Bleach”, their debut album sold a million in its wake. A ragbag compilation of out-takes and rarities, “Incesticide”, sold another mil;”In Utero”, their final record, sold four more. They earnedsix Grammy nominations during Cobain’s life-time (but only won their first following his death  - funny that); they have been cited as a major influence on  virtually anything which has picked up an instrument in the past eight years; and if the Hall Of Fame has not collapsed beneath the weight of its own oxymoronic irrelevance by then, watch for Kris Novoselic and Dave Grohl to be invited out to Cleveland sometime aroung 2017.

Nobody, will blame them if they accept, of course. But if you - or they really want to understand Nirvana’s true legacy and importance, just look around you, at the bands who broke through in their aftermath; at the freedoms they’re permitted which were unthinkable a decade ago; and that the wealth of talent, past and present, lining up to celebrate Nirvana on this, the band’s first ever tribute album. From their idols to their offspring, from the primeval punks of DOA, Flipper and Dee Dee Ramone, to such latter-days concerns as Burning Brides, Agent Orange and Turd, all knew there was something new in the air, the moment thy first clapped ears on Nirvana. And they all knew it smelled like, as well.

Teen Spirit isn’t only a deodorant , you know.

By Dave Thompson

